The FBI’s Mystery Tapes 

Is There Wiretap Evidence of an ‘ October Surprise ? 
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By Craig Unger 

L AST WEEK, the "October surprise,” 
the story with nine lives, came back 
from the dead one more time. After 
months of relative silence, the congression- 
al investigation into allegations that the 
I98Q Reagan-Bush campaign secretly de- 
layed the release of U.S. hostages finally 
drew some headlines. 

The latest development came when the 
FBI made available to Congress scores of 
long-missing surveillance tapes of the late 
Cyrus Hashemi, an Iranian arms merchant. 
The tapes potentially represent a large 
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body of contemporaneous communications 
by a man who allegedly was one of the key 
players in the October surprise. It is pos- 
sible they will establish whether Hashemi 
was a double agent who was secretly work- 
ing for Reagan-Bush campaign manager 
William Casey, as his brother Jamshid Ha- 
shemi has alleged. 

A merchant banker operating in London, 
Paris and New York, Cyrus Hashemi had 
approached the Carter administration in 
late 1979, shortly after the hostages were 
seized in Iran, proffering information about 
the situation in that country. Carter officials 
found that much of his information proved 
accurate. 

See SURPRISE, C4, Col 1 
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But according to Gary Sick, the former 
Carter White House aide, while dealing with 
the Carter people Hashemi was also brokering 
a series of meetings between Casey and Aya- 
tollah Mehdi Karrubi, a powerful Iranian cleric 
close to Ayatollah Khomeini. As the 1980 
presidential campaign got under way, resolu- 
tion of the hostage issue became paramount. 
Sick and others theorize that the Reagan 
camp, with Casey as instigator, covertly en- 
couraged the Iranians to hold the U.S. embas- 
sy hostages until after the election, in hopes 
this would head off a possible "October sur- 
prise” engineered by Carter — release of the 
hostages — that could win him re-election in 
November. In return, the theory goes, the 
Reagan-Bush campaign promised that if 
elected, it would send U.S. weapons to help 
Iran defeat Iraq, which attacked Iran earlier in 
1980. The House of Representatives' October 
Surprise Task Force Is probing all these alle- 
gations. 7 

i * 

C ompletely separate from any presidential 
politics, the FBI, later joined by U.S. Cus- 
toms, in late August 1980 began electron- 
ic surveillance in this country of Hashemi, who 
they suspected had a role in the murder of an 
anti-Khomeini activist in Washington. No evi- 
dence was found linking Hashemi with the kill- 
ing. But according to FBI documents, the wire- 
taps revealed two aspects of Hashemis life that 
ate now of intense interest to the House Task 
Force. Not only was Hashemi involved in on- 
going negotiations on the hostage issue with 
highly placed Iranian officials, he also was mak- 
ing arms deals with Iran, in apparent violation of 
an American embargo. 

According to Lloyd Cutler, former counsel to 



President Carter, the Carter administration had 
authorized Hashemi to be a contact to the Iran- 
ians in hopes of gaining information valuable to 
any hostage negotiations, but had not authorized 
any arms sales. "Later we got a call from Cus- 
toms saying they had him under surveillance,” 
says Cutler. "They had confronted the Hashemis 
|about the arms dealing| and the Hashemis said 
we had approved it. But we never gave them 
our blessing. The intercepts tended to confirm 
they were involved in arms sales.” Surveillance 
of Hashemi continued until February 1981, with 
an eye to prosecution for illegal arms sales to 
Iran. 

Hashemi was eventually indicted but never 
prosecuted and the tapes never surfaced pub- 
licly. When reporters on the October surprise 
beat went after them, no one seemed to know 
their whereabouts. But FBI spokesman Stephen 
Markardt says, "From the beginning of the Ha- 
shemi investigation until this day, the tapes have 
been in FBI custody. They have not been avail- 
able to the public because they are classified.” 

In 1991, the FBI declassified and released 
several hundred pages of telexes and memos 
about the Hashemi investigate. The docu- 
ments include summaries of Hashemis eaves- 
dropped conversations and internal bureau re- 
ports about the overall probe. And last January, 
an FBI team discovered approximately 200 Ha- 
shemi surveillance tapes in a bureau storage 
facility near Newburgh, N.Y. 

Markardt said the tapes have now been made 
available to the task force but declined to elab- 
orate. “The examination of the materials and the 
conclusions to be drawn from them is to be left 
to the committee,” he said. 

But until the tapes are made public — if they 
ever are — the best indication of their contents 
comes from the Hashemi probe telexes and 
memos released earlier by the FBI. The doc- 
uments are of limited value* in that they cite the 
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